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Abstract The key factors that pushed College English in China to the stage of
transformation are: globalization, student challenges, expansion of enrolment and
primary and high school coordination challenge. The theoretical frameworks
should cover the concepts of communicative competence, the learning-centered
approach and learner autonomy. It then describes the major areas affected by the
transformation to a new CE, in which the primary objective is to develop
students’ English comprehension and communicative competence: the nature and
goal of the curriculum, curriculum requirements, teaching mode, assessment, and
administration, In the new CE, focus has shifted from reading to listening and
speaking, and special attention is now given to independent learning by
capitalizing on advanced information technology; five principles are understood
as the underpinnings of the transformation: a shift in orientation towards
competence, the dominance of learning, focus on process, emphasis on culture,
and increasingly democratic learning.
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1 Introduction

Ever since Latin became one of the obligatory courses for European education,
second and foreign language teaching has played an important role in worldwide
curricula. China became part of this trend in 1862 when the first foreign language
(FL, English) class was held at the Tong Wen Guan (the Imperial Tongwen
College) in Beijing. Since then China has experienced the evolution of FL
curricula with various teaching approaches that have changed in harmony with
the tide of the West; teaching methods have included the Direct Method of the
early twentieth century, the Grammar-Translation method of the mid-twentieth
century, the Audio-Lingual method of the 1980s, the Communicative Approach
of the 1990s, and finally the Task-Based Teaching approach adopted in recent
years. In the past two-and-a-half decades, since China opened its doors to the
world once again, this evolution has been accelerating. Efforts have been made to
localize overseas teaching approaches. These efforts include Li Tingxiang’s
“listening-speaking before reading-writing” (1983), Zhang Jianzhong’s
“situation-structure use” (1992), Zhang Zhengdong’s “three dimensions method”
(1995), Wang Cairen’s “activities method” (1996), and Bao Tianren’s
“four-in-one approach” (2003). However, these teaching reforms mainly
involved primary and secondary school English education. College English in
China remained relatively untouched until recently.

College English (CE) is an obligatory course for non-English major
undergraduate students in China. Established in the early 1980s, CE has
developed into a systematic and independent subject and has become one of the
most important components of the Chinese higher education curriculum. College
students are required to take two-year English classes and pass corresponding
achievement tests to earn credits needed for a degree. There are six levels of CE,
ranging from Band One (B1) to Band Six (B6). Generally, students begin with
B1 in the first semester and finish with B4 in the fourth. If a first year student has
higher English proficiency upon matriculation, then s/he may skip the
preliminary courses and begin in B2 or B3; after four successive semesters, s/he
will then complete B5 or B6. In theory, CE consists of four types of classes
dealing with the four basic language development skills: listening, speaking,
reading, and writing. In practice, though, CE is generally composed of only two
types of classes: listening and intensive reading, with the former given in an
audio lab and the latter held in an ordinary classroom to include reading,
speaking, and writing.
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In most Chinese higher education institutions (HEIs) students are required to
pass the national English tests, the College English Test Band 4 (CET4), and the
College English Test Band 6 (CET6). Both CET exams are closely related to CE
teaching and learning because of their tremendous social and practical function.
The exams are accepted as one of the stepping-stones on the road to employment.
In some larger metropolitan centers, such as Beijing and Guangzhou, top
graduates cannot expect to secure a government position without first obtaining a
CET4 or CET6 certificate (Chen, 2003).

In 1986, the first College English Syllabus (hereafter referred to as the
Syllabus) was published by the Department of Higher Education, which
described the underpinning goals of the course and the basic and advanced
requirements in pronunciation, vocabulary, grammar, reading, listening, writing,
and speaking. Reading was identified as the primary focus of the course (CSCE,
1986). In 1999, the Syllabus was modified, but the fundamentals were not altered.
The only noticeable changes were in the requirements for the development of the
four basic language skills. For example, the basic requirements for vocabulary,
reading, and listening were raised from 4 000 words to 4 200 words, from being
able to read 50 words per minute to 70, and from being able to comprehend while
listening to English at 120 words per minute to being able to comprehend at
130-150 words per minute. This curriculum was practiced for twenty-five years
until the beginning of the twenty-first century, at which point it began to face
some additional challenges (CSCE, 1999).

2 Challenges faced by CE

After working under the guidance of the Syllabus and its refined version for
about a decade and half, CE was found to be less and less up to date because of
challenges from globalization, student demands, enrollment expansion, and
changes in primary and middle school curricula.

2.1 Globalization

Since China re-opened its doors to the world in the early 1980s, it has come to
realize that language is one of the great barriers to international interactions.
Individuals with high English proficiency are widely sought in every field. The
great demand for this sort of language proficiency in human capital has only
intensified since China’s entrance into the World Trade Organization in 2001
(Tian, 2002). On the other hand, this demand is not at all met either
quantitatively or qualitatively. Not only are English speakers in short supply, but
also their English proficiency is far from satisfactory. Chinese English education
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has a bad reputation for producing students who have achieved high scores on
examinations but still have low communicative competence. Most Chinese
students can perform very well on English proficiency tests but only passably or
poorly when asked to communicate in person with a foreigner (Wang, 2004). It is
not uncommon in a job interview for a recent Chinese graduate to find
himself/herself unable to carry on the conversation—even though s/he has a
CET4 or CET6 certificate. This phenomenon is often described as “deaf and
dumb English” (Yan, 2002, pp. 8-9; Wu, 2003, pp. 226-228). As a result, the
efficiency and validity of CE are seriously questioned.

English education is often compared to a kettle of water that suffers from a
magic curse: No matter how much wood you add to the fire, the water never
boils. There have been some inquiries into the causes of this deficiency. One
explanation is that the traditional focus of CE was reading, and this emphasis has
been relentlessly maintained at the cost of developing better listening and
speaking skills (Li, 2003). There are reasons behind this unbalanced focus. One
is that China’s traditional means of interaction with the world was through
written forms of information including a mixture of ideas, methods, and
technology; in this context, the most important English qualification for a
university graduate was to be able to read efficiently. Another reason is that
reading has been the skill most students learn while attending HEIs, mostly due
to technological and financial limitations. However, with increasing social,
political, and economic progress, the Chinese government feels an urgent need to
play a more active role on the international stage. In order to assume this role,
Chinese university students need to become proficient listeners and speakers as
well as readers and writers. The goal of CE should therefore attach greater
emphasis to developing listening and speaking skills so that English teaching and
learning can be directed to produce more qualified graduates (Huang, 2002).

2.2 Student demands

Dissatisfaction with the CE curriculum is not only felt in the labor market, but
also by the students. Studies have found that most students are not content with
English teaching in Chinese HEIs. In 1996, a study was conducted with 1 000
students from 10 top colleges and universities in Beijing to survey their
opinions on CE teaching. Three-fourths of the respondents chose “not
satisfactory” and 18 percent chose “very bad” when asked to evaluate their
overall impression of CE teaching at their respective HEIs. Only 88 people (or
8.8 percent) chose “satisfactory.” In 1998, another study of higher education
students was undertaken in Tianjin for the same purpose. This time the negative
responses increased, with 78 percent responding either “dissatisfied” or “very
dissatisfied.” In 1999, a similar study among students at Beihang University

3
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found that only 4 percent of the subjects were content with CE teaching (Tang
1999, pp. 78-83).

The reasons for student dissatisfaction are not difficult to find in the CE
teaching process. Teaching methods are often tedious and out of date, with a
distinct lack of variation in style. The most common method used is the
grammar-translation approach, by which the teacher occupies most of the class
time imparting linguistic knowledge. Students listen passively and take notes on
whatever the teacher says. Neither opportunities nor encouragement are provided
to the students for the actual use of English. Under this method, students learn
vocabulary and language points by rote in order to pass tests instead of learning
to communicate effectively. This learning habit leads to lack of learning
incentives, activeness, self-reflection, and creativity in the students. Teaching
models become a kind of routine work, with the teacher explaining the meanings
of the new words in the vocabulary list, analyzing grammatical structures,
translating difficult sentence examples, and finally giving exercises to reinforce
the linguistic knowledge. The key physical components of a traditional English
class include a blackboard, chalk, and textbooks, which are the students’ only
exposure to English.

2.3 Expansion of enrollment

In the past few years, Chinese colleges and universities have been expanding
enrollment annually by approximately 8 percent. By the end of the year of 2002,
the number of the students enrolled in HEIs reached 170 000 000. It is estimated
that this number will grow to approximately 200 000 000 in a few years (Zhang,
2003). As a result, CE teachers are in short supply. According to the statistics
from recent research by The National Committee of Guidance in English
Teaching, the ratio of English teachers to students is 1:130. Some HEIs,
including key institutions, employ current postgraduate students as instructors in
order to maintain an effective balance of teachers and students. Non-staff
personnel are generally under-qualified or unqualified, as most of them do not
receive any professional training, nor do they have teaching experience.

As student enrollment increases, so does the workload for CE teachers. Many
work for over 20 hours in the classroom each week. CE teachers are generally so
busy preparing for classes and checking students’ assignments that they rarely
have enough time to reflect on their teaching, let alone maintain an active
research and publication agenda. This teaching overload generally leads to a
weak research and publication output among CE faculty members. According to
a recent study, there is a great difference between CE teachers and teachers of
English majors as far as both the quantity and quality of their respective research
outputs are concerned (Shu, 2002). In fact, few CE teachers publish their
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research in authoritative national journals, and even fewer in international
journals. CE teachers account for only 10 percent of the total publication of
treatises. Furthermore, most publications by CE teachers lack innovation, an
empirical-base, and creativity in general. Their incompetence in research work,
combined with a poor base knowledge and relatively low English proficiency,
hinders CE teachers from improving their teaching (Yang et al., 2001). In short,
if the higher education CE structure is not reformed to provide greater
opportunities for research and publishing, CE faculty members will not be
liberated from the tedious teaching overload and will remain unable to improve
to meet the current publishing expectations of most Chinese HEISs.

2.4 Coordination with primary and secondary schools

The transformation of the national primary and high school English curricula has
been in progress since the 1980s, with the pace quickening over the past decade.
One of the most significant changes can be observed in the number of English
textbooks that sprang up in the last decade, with about 20 textbook sets required
at the primary sub sector and an additional 10 for secondary schools, not to
mention the hundreds of supplemental teaching materials that are now available
(Chen, 2002). Another shift in the primary and secondary sub sectors is in the
large number of publications, in the form of articles and books, that discuss new
methods for teaching language concepts, approaches, models, and tools.

In 2001, New Standard for Junior Middle School English Curriculum (MEPPC,
2001) and New Standards for Senior Middle School English Curriculum (MEPRC,
2002) were issued by the Ministry of Education. This book outlines the nature,
principles, goals, and content of the curriculum with clear suggestions for
implementation. It advocates concepts such as quality education, individualism, a
whole person, participation, formative assessment, and exploitation of learning
resources. The goal is to achieve communicative competence, which involves
linguistic knowledge, language skills, learning strategies, learner’s emotions, and
cultural awareness.

The new curriculum standards have brought about a larger campaign for the
transformation of foreign language teaching. Middle school teachers are required
to attend lectures, training classes, workshops, and seminars where they have the
opportunity to understand new teaching concepts and philosophies and become
familiar with various new teaching methods demonstrated with illustrations,
videos, and class demos. Thus, a typical middle school class mainly involves
students participating in task-based activities, group discussions, role play,
information gap-filling, and other activities intended to develop students’
communicative competence. High school English teaching transformation
generates a gap with CE teaching, which continues to practice old ways of
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teaching such as grammar-translation and paraphrasing (Zhou, 2002). Therefore,
high school English education poses a distinct challenge to CE.

3 CE transformation

In March 2004, a conference was held by the Ministry of Education to discuss the
general design and basic principles for the Project of Improvement and
Transformation of Curriculums of Higher Education. One of the main themes of
the conference was the transformation of CE. The discussion focused on how to
develop a young generation of highly qualified and specialized graduates to enable
China to become more internationally competitive. CE transformation was
regarded as a stepping-stone to the eventual reform of other higher education
curricula (Zhang, 2004). One important task was to set up new teaching models
that capitalize on advanced information technology. The conference has since been
described as a necessary milestone toward the start of a national CE transformation.
Soon after that, the College English Curriculum Requirements (hereafter referred
to as the Requirements) was issued to replace the Syllabus, and from then on it has
served as an outline in the transformation effort (CSCE, 2004). The Requirements,
written with a scientific foundation, is systematic and caters to individual needs.
Meanwhile, a series of textbooks—designed specifically for computer-based and
online learning—have been published by most major Chinese publishers, including
Higher Education Press, Shanghai Foreign Language Educational Press, Foreign
Language and Research Press, and Qinghua University Press. Pilot studies soon
followed at 180 universities throughout the country.

3.1 Theoretical bases

In trying to design a model for specifying the CE transformation, it would seem
inappropriate to work within one particular theory; for a single theory, no matter how
strongly advocated, is absolutely not adequate to account for such a systematic,
comprehensive and expansive campaign. There is no doubt that many modern
theories in linguistics, education, second language acquisition and many other
disciplines fuel the revolutionary activities, but for the sake of space, only a few ideas
are discussed here, which are believed to be the predominant theoretical bases.

3.2 Communicative competence
The concept of communicative competence was first advocated by Dell Hymes,

an American sociolinguist, to refer to the intuitive mastery that the native speaker
possesses to use and interpret language appropriately in the process of interaction
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and in relation to social context (Hymes, 1972, p. 277). The communicative
competence of a second language learner is conceived somewhat differently than
that of a native speaker in that it consists of three components: grammatical
competence, sociolinguistic competence, and strategic competence (Canale and
Swain, 1980, pp. 1-47). Traditionally, the focus of pedagogic attention has been
on linguistic competence because it has been commonly supposed that once
linguistic competence is acquired in a reasonable measure, communicative
competence should follow as a more or less automatic consequence. However,
this is not usually the case: The acquisition of linguistic skills does not guarantee
the consequent acquisition of communicative abilities. On the contrary, an
over-emphasis on drills and exercises for the production and reception of
sentences tends to inhibit the natural production of language. In response to this
reality, language-teaching theorists repeatedly state that an important purpose of
language learning is to study the country and its people. Such theorists firmly
state that cultural understanding and cross-cultural comparison are a necessary
component of language pedagogy (Stern, 1999, p. 247; 250). At the same time,
through such concepts as “communicative” or “functional” language teaching or
“communicative competence as a goal of language teaching,” theorists also
attempt to bring insights into language teaching that they have derived from
speech act theory, discourse analysis, and the ethnography of communication.
The sociolinguistic emphasis is expressed by the contrast of a “communicative”
or “functional” approach with a “linguistic,” “grammatical,” or ‘“formal”
approach to language teaching. The main distinction is seen in the fact that the
formal, or structural, theories view language outside a particular context of
language use, while the communicative theory presents the language in a more
clearly specified social context and situation. The theorists’ energies have been
directed to bring these sociolinguistic perspectives through new curriculum
designs and through new materials, teaching techniques, and testing with a
communication orientation (Widdowson, 1999; Brumfit and Johnson, 2000)

3.3 Learning-centered approach

Second language curriculum design has evolved through three stages, each of
which is characteristic of three corresponding models: language-centered,
skill-centered, and learning-centered (Hutchinson and Waters, 1987). The
language-centered model, as its name suggests, describes the learner’s needs as a
list of language items, focusing on the leaner’s linguistic knowledge at the cost of
his communicative competence and his active role in learning. The skill-centered
model aims to make up for the disadvantages by aiming at training the learner’s
skills of speaking, listening, reading, and writing according to the belief that once
the skills are improved, communicative competence naturally follows. In spite of
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the high hopes, however, results do not always follow as expected in pedagogic
practice because mastery of the skills without a communicative context and
function does not necessarily constitute communicative competence (Ruan,
2007).

Moreover, the skill-centered model suffers from negligence of the learner’s
process for achieving competence. Study of the learning process is believed to
tap the learner’s insights and inquire into his objectives, strategies, and
techniques; his/her thoughts and feelings about language learning; and steps and
stages in the process. Accounts of language learning behaviors and development
can help uncover the individual’s strengths and problems so that adjustment in
study can be made readily (Stern, 1999, p. 339).

The learning-centered model is intended to cater to students’ various needs and
interests at each stage of curriculum development. Full attention is paid to the
dynamic learning process by means of a complete scientific feedback system,
enabling teachers and learners to adjust themselves at any stage in the curriculum
cycle. One particular example can be found in the stage of curriculum evaluation:
The distinction lies in the difference between formative and summative
evaluation, where the former refers to the evaluation of a curriculum that is in the
process of development or that is assessed during the stages of preparation and
the latter refers to an assessment of the complete curriculum.

3.4 Learner autonomy

Language is too complex and varied for there to be enough time for students to
learn all they need to in a classroom. They will never learn a language unless
they aim to learn outside as well as during class time because class hours usually
do not ensure them the proper amount of exposure and opportunities for use
necessary for real progress (Cotterall, 1995). To compensate for limited
classroom time and to counter the passivity that is the enemy of true learning,
students need to develop their own strategies to become automatic learners to the
greatest extent possible. The more students learn to be responsible for their
learning and spend time studying on their own, the more they will feel
enthusiastic, positive, and active about themselves and their learning during the
course, and the more they are likely to continue study on their own after the
course is finished. However, automatic learners are not born. Students have to be
trained to possess self-directed strategies, and their interest in learning must be
activated. There are a number of ways to promote automatic learning. One
typical method is the idea of the self-access center (SAC). In the SAC students
can work on their own with a range of materials from grammar reference and
workbook-type tasks to audio recordings and video excerpts. Students can drop
into the SAC either as a regular part of the school timetable or during their spare
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time. Once inside, learners decide what work to do, find the appropriate materials,
and settle down to complete the learning task (Harmer, 2003, pp. 335-340).
Another method to promote automatic learning is student assessment. Evaluation
can be made by the learner himself/herself, his/her peers, and his/her teachers.

4 The nature and goal of the Requirements

CE now incorporates foreign language teaching theories, and the curriculum
content encompasses linguistic knowledge, language skills, learning strategies,
and cross-cultural communication. The new curriculum also benefits from the
combined use of various teaching models and methods. Unlike its predecessor,
the new CE’s primary objective is to develop students’ ability to use English
synthetically; that is, the ability to communicate in English through listening,
speaking, reading, and writing. The traditional focus on reading has also shifted.
Now, more emphasis is directed toward listening and speaking, and special
attention is given to independent learning and the cultivation of individual
personalities.

4.1 Reform in the Requirements

The Requirements is divided into three levels of English mastery: Basic
Requirement, Higher Requirement, and Advanced (Top) Requirement. The Basic
Requirement is the minimum requirement for undergraduate students to graduate
from most HEIs; the other two requirements are generally optional. Each HEI
has the prerogative, however, to choose the appropriate requirement level for its
students according to the average student English fluency level upon entrance.
The requirements are based on quantitative and qualitative performance criteria,
including overall English knowledge, speaking and listening skills, learning
strategies, and cross-cultural understanding. The Requirements focuses primarily
on development of listening and speaking skills in order to better develop the
comprehensive ability to use English in communication. The Requirements
embodies the following eight principles:

(1) Teaching should be adjusted to meet the individual needs of each student.

(2) Full use should be made of various educational resources to increase
teaching efficiency by incorporating information technology.

(3) Listening and speaking proficiency are the key goals for the new CE
curriculum. A secondary emphasis is placed on reading and writing skills.

(4) Individual and independent learning should be encouraged.

(5) Multiple learning strategies should be encouraged and taught.

(6) Cultural knowledge should be taught as a way to build greater cultural
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awareness and sensitivity among students.

(7) Communicative strategies are recognized as a fundamental aspect of
linguistic achievement.

(8) Language proficiency should be given greater emphasis than the correction
of every spoken or written grammatical error.

Zhang Yaoxue gave an explanation of the importance of the Requirements’
emphasis on speaking the language: “As for speaking, the main goal is to
communicate. Students are not required to be 100 percent correct in grammar,
vocabulary, or pronunciation. As long as one conveys his or her meaning
successfully, the goal is achieved” (Zhang, 2003, p.22).

Under the Requirements, writing is more practical than before. Unlike the
Syllabus, which placed undue emphasis on writing essays, the Requirements pays
more attention to practical writing and writing about issues relevant to students’
lives. For example, students are required to be able to describe their individual
experiences, events, opinions, and emotions.

4.2 Teaching mode reform

Reforming and incorporating new teaching methods is the core of the CE
transformation. It became self-evident that one of the major drawbacks of the
traditional CE curriculum was its lack of the multiple methods necessary for
teaching a foreign language. Exploring new teaching methods that can bring
fundamental changes to the curriculum is a crucial aspect of developing the new
CE.

Computer technology provides one decisive condition for breakthroughs in
English education. At least four advantages can be identified in the use of
computers and networks in CE teaching. First, educational resources can be
shared to the maximum degree via distance education software and over the
Internet. Second, learning can cater to individual needs through active,
independent study; students can learn either online or using specially designed
software without the limitations of time, place, and learning style. Using such
technology, students may start at any level and adjust their learning pace
according to their situation. They can also choose material that appeals to their
interests and needs. Third, better learning environments can be provided for
language practice and use, especially regarding listening and speaking
opportunities; imitative communicative environments are available in computer
software and via the Internet. Finally, cultural learning becomes more feasible
and convenient thanks to information technology. With a click, the Internet can
provide background information and cultural knowledge for the purpose of
furthering understanding and natural usage of the target language (Jia, 2004).

While computer technology plays a very important part in CE teaching, it
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should be viewed as a technological medium that supports the traditional
face-to-face mode of instruction. Face-to-face classroom instruction is one
extension of network learning. In a classroom format, the teacher focuses on
addressing the various problems students encounter in their independent studies.
Through individual meetings with each student, the teacher obtains feedback,
monitors the learning process, gives advice, offers help, and above all, exercises
influence by sharing her/his knowledge, attitude, and passion to help encourage
students to explore the outer world through English.

The combination of these two methods—the traditional face-to-face method
and computer-assisted learning—is expected to provide an effective mechanism
for English learning. The Requirements proposes the computer-plus-classroom
teaching model portrayed in Fig. 1. This model posits the teaching subjects as
the students; the teaching content is composed of listening, speaking, reading,
writing, and translating; the teaching environment includes both computers and
classrooms. Two teaching modes are included, the first is called self-taught plus
supervision, and the second is face-to-face instruction; teaching organizers
include teachers and the teaching administration office of academic affairs for
the traditional classroom, and the teacher and software for computer
instruction.

Teaching Students
objects
Teaching | Listening || Speaking ” Reading || Writing || Translating | Teaching
content .. .
administration:
Office of
academic
: C t affairs,
Teaching ompu erkor Classroom teach d
environments networl eachers, an
T T software for
. computer
Teaching Self-learning Face-to-face P
mode plus supervision instruction management
B Teacher
organizer

Fig.1 Curriculum scheme
Source: The College English Curriculum Requirements (pp. 8-9)

Under this model, computer learning accounts for 30-50 percent of total
English listening, speaking, and reading (shown by solid lines), as well as writing
and translating when necessary (shown by the dotted lines). Face-to-face
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instruction targets the development of speaking, reading, writing, and translating
skills, while listening is a secondary focus. Face-to-face classes are sorted into
two types: small and large. The former gives instruction on grammar, reading,
writing, and translating skills along with learning strategies, and the latter
provides opportunities for discussion, question-and-answer sessions, and
individual guidance.

The computer-assisted format consists of four essential stages. The first is
called the Initial Test Stage; in this stage, the computer produces optional tests of
varying difficulty levels and students can decide what level to start with on the
basis of their own performance. The second, called the Learning of the Units
Stage, takes place according to the teacher’s tasks and to the student’s own need,
level, and style. After students finish one unit in this second stage, they then take
a test to verify their mastery of English according to the topics covered in the
unit. If they pass the unit test, they then move on to the next unit. If they do not
pass, then they must revisit the last unit until they are able to master the material
and return to pass the test. The last stage is called the Ready for Supervision
Stage, in which the teacher becomes more involved to help solve various
problems and gives assessment where needed. Assessment can be oral or written,
depending on the needs of the student. If the student passes the assessment, then
another cycle begins. If not, s/he has to go back to the previous stage (see Fig. 2).

Diagnosis test

»| Exposure to
the first unit

v

Achievement
test after the unit

<>

Exposure to
the next unit

Supervision

<>

Go on
learning

Be ready for
supervision

Fig. 2 Computer-based learning process
Source: The College English Curriculum Requirements (pp. 8-9)

4.3 Reform of assessment

Assessment is one of the most important components of the Requirements and its
effect has a great impact on teaching and learning. One important task of CE
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reform is to develop a comprehensive, objective, and accurate evaluation system.
This type of evaluation enables teachers and educators to obtain feedback about
students’ performance and improve curriculum management and teaching. An
effective evaluation should also be the means by which students adjust their
learning strategies and methods to increase their learning efficiency.

Strikingly different from previous evaluation instruments, the Requirements
adds formative evaluation to summative evaluation so that learning results are
not simply measured horizontally but also vertically. That is, students’
performance is not only compared to the standard or other students, but also to
students’ pasts. Formative evaluation includes self, peer, and teacher evaluations.
These evaluations can be carried out through records of in- and out-of-classroom
learning, learning files, interviews, and evaluation forms (see Appendix). The
purpose of Fig. 1 is to provide an instrument for instructors to observe, evaluate,
and facilitate student learning along the way.

Summative assessment includes administering final examinations and
proficiency tests. The purpose of the tests is to provide a clear picture of
students’ overall English competence. It is not based on the mastery of a single
skill such as reading or writing, but on a students’ comprehensive ability to apply
the four basic linguistic skills to achieve communicative proficiency.

4.4 Reform of administration

Reforming CE teaching goals, requirements, modes of instruction, and
assessments inevitably demands the adjustment of administrative support. The
macro-aspects of administration reform involve the use of three instruments: file
management, credit measurement, and the teacher education system. File
management deals with the teaching syllabus, curriculum description, teaching
arrangement, teaching schedule, evaluation instruments, registration, credit
government, basic requirements for instruction, and so on. Credit management
ensures different learning paces and levels, making it possible for students to
contribute their performance in the learning process to their ultimate academic
achievement in the form of academic credit. The teacher education system
provides opportunities for teacher training on both a short- and long-term basis in
the subject area as well as in computer technology. The micro-aspects of
administration are focused on the everyday management of class members,
students’ academic achievement, and communication tools.

5 Implications of the CE transformation

The CE transformation is not simply a physical change that largely depends on
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level of information technology available at each HEI. Rather, the transformation
is also a theoretical shift that combines modern educational teaching methods
with foreign language teaching. Five key principles have resonated with the CE
transformation.

Principle 1: English learned for competence rather than just knowledge

CE has traditionally been regarded as a form of knowledge; it has been taught as
knowledge, learned as knowledge, and tested as knowledge. The problem with
this traditional learning strategy is that when it comes to practical use, linguistic
knowledge cannot always be synthesized, especially in oral discourse. The
Requirements focuses more on the overall ability of a learner to manipulate
English with more attention paid to listening and speaking than to the traditional
reading and writing. English can therefore be mastered at three levels: At the
most basic level, English is learned as knowledge: phonological knowledge,
syntactic knowledge, semantic knowledge, and cultural knowledge. At the
second level, English is learned through the four basic skills: listening, speaking,
reading, and writing. A lot of practice is needed for students to master the four
skills and obtain English fluency. At the third level, students develop
communicative competence by organically synthesizing knowledge and skills.

Principle 2: Learning takes precedence over teaching

In most CE classes, the instructor tends to occupy most, if not all, of the time
delivering his or her lecture. In practicing this teacher-guided method of
instruction, many teachers have little or no confidence in students’ ability to learn
independently. They may think to themselves, “If I don’t explain the sentences in
detail, then my students will not learn well.” Others feel that they are obligated to
teach for the entire class period, as represented by the following statement of a
CE instructor: “If I do not teach everything, I feel I do not work hard enough.”
Students, on the other hand, have developed the habit of accepting everything
that their teachers say. They are constantly busy taking notes, and they learn
primarily through rote memorization. Because of this teacher-guided paradigm,
many students are rendered helpless if left to their own devices. Teachers tend to
spend most of their time focusing on how to teach without having any idea of
how students actually learn.

There have been many discussions about teaching models, methods, and tools,
but little research has been directed at the actual learning process. The
Requirements alters the paradigm, moving from a teacher-guided focus to a
learner-guided focus by plunging students into independent online learning.
Following this new model, teacher interests are directed toward helping students
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learn. More emphasis is placed on developing better learning strategies and
showing empathy for those they teach. Thus, teaching is not the aim, but a means
for ensuring effective and efficient learning. Teaching is more than simply
explaining, answering, and informing; it also involves activating student schema
in the learning process and providing an environment conducive for language
practice, as well as guiding learners.

Principle 3: More stress is placed on the process rather than the product

In the past, the CE curriculum has focused primarily on the product of passing a
culminating examination. This approach disregarded student entrance
qualifications by positioning all students at the same starting point regardless of
their English level. This approach usually discouraged both the advanced and the
beginning students. Advanced students were slowed by the mediocre pace and
not challenged to work hard in order to pass exams. Beginning students, who
start CE at the average level, find it almost impossible to keep up with the
average and advanced students, amplifying and reiterating frustration caused by
failures. The Requirements attaches greater emphasis on the learning process
rather than simply passing an exam at the culmination of a course. It advocates
that teachers should regularly collect and analyze data on student knowledge,
interests, and aptitude. This approach equips teachers with the information
necessary to predict students’ learning capacities and provide additional
opportunities to help students develop to their full potential. The new process
combines cognitive elements with affective ones. Teachers are trained to enhance
student knowledge and skills simultaneously with developing student interests,
motivation, and confidence. The goal of the new process is not simply to develop
student language proficiency and competence, but also to enrich their knowledge,
develop their cognition, and provide opportunities for personality and character
development.

Principle 4: Developing cultural awareness

Language and culture are closely related. Understanding the culture helps
learners understand why language is used the way it is. The Requirements
emphasizes the cultivation of student cultural awareness and sensitivity as an
essential component of the curricular framework. Culture refers to a wide range
of psychosocial areas of the people associated with the target language. These
areas include the history, geography, societal norms, science and technology,
customs and traditions, lifestyles, art and literature, religions, values, and ethics
of the peoples studied. The Requirements enables students to develop greater
empathy, understanding, and tolerance as well as cross-cultural communicative
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competence. Students are exposed to cultural learning opportunities through
reading material, the Internet, and other media of instruction. Understanding and
accepting cultural differences helps develop cultural sensitivity and appreciation
for the English language. Cultural immersion enables student learners to
communicate in the target language more skillfully while broadening their
perspectives.

Principle 5: Democratic learning

There has been significant criticism of the rigid national top-down
implementation of educational policies and documents. Syllabi, textbooks, and
assessment instruments are all designed by national committees. Central
authorities determine what students will learn, when learning will take place, and
what teaching methods will be used, often at the expense of student interests and
needs. The Requirements stresses that learning should be individualized and
teaching should be tailored to the unique attributes of every student. According to
this rubric, students are not to be treated as learning machines, but as whole
beings capable of expressing their own ideas and decisions. In a sense, students
become the masters of their own learning under the Requirements. Instructors
should not maintain complete dominance; rather, they serve as facilitators,
opportunity providers, and advisors in the learning process. The Requirements
caters to a democratic learning atmosphere in which students are free to express
their opinions, aspirations, and passions in the English language.

6 Problems and challenges

The implementation of multi-media and network teaching strategies causes a
chain of tremendous changes to occur in the CE domain. Some of these changes
include the alteration of teaching methods, teaching models, the roles of teachers
and students, assessment, and classroom management. These variants can be
sorted into two types: hard and soft technologies (Zhang et al., 2005). Hard
technologies include the learning environment, teaching supplies, textbooks,
computers, and information technology media of instruction. Soft technologies
involve the agents, including both students and instructors. Soft technologies are
the key to making effective use of hard technologies and ensuring the overall
success of the CE reform in China. Therefore, added emphasis should be directed
primarily to developing the human capacity of the CE effort rather than placing
undue emphasis on machinery upgrades. Still, some challenges remain before the
Requirements can fulfill its projected goals.

First, as individual and independent learning are the key features of the
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network model in the Requirements, added focus must be geared toward how
best to facilitate the learner-guided model. Additional research needs to be
conducted on learners’ meta-cognitive and strategic abilities and ways to develop
student abilities and awareness. Second, the role changes of teachers and students
are a great challenge to be overcome in the learning process. As far as the teacher
is concerned, it is not simply that a change in the style of instruction must be
addressed; change also involves a conceptual shift of how language instruction
should be conducted. Greater demands are set on the teacher’s comprehensive
ability, training, and language proficiency. The curricular shift is not an easy role
for students to adapt to either. After years of being indoctrinated in the traditional,
teacher-guided method, Chinese students must undergo something of a paradigm
shift to facilitate greater independent learning. How to help facilitate these role
transitions among both teachers and students is a topic for future discussion.

A third obstacle involves the discord between the network learning model—
based primarily on computer-aided individual learning—and the need for social
interaction and through communication, which is ultimately necessary in learning
a second language. Individual learning separates learners from each other and for
the most part from the teacher. With all the strengths that the network-learning
model possesses, it also suffers from a lack of social interaction and
communication. How to make full use of face-to-face classroom time and also
provide ample opportunities for network interaction is a big concern facing the
new curriculum.

The final challenge we have identified rests with formative assessment
instruments. While the instruments can serve as a vital tool to observe, evaluate,
and monitor student learning, it is not clear how effective the instruments are at
this point. It remains a challenge for instructors to evaluate student progress
throughout the time spent in class, out of class, and while working online. It is
even less clear how the instruments will be used by students to facilitate their
individual assessment and independent learning.

7 Conclusion

Thanks to information technology, CE in China has begun to adapt to cater to the
new demands of national development as well as demands for the evolution of
the curriculum itself. The reform is aimed to be systematic, ranging from
curriculum goal and requirements to teaching modes; and scientific, reflecting
the concepts of modern education and foreign language teaching such as
individualism, humanism, and quality education. Like many other curriculum
reforms, CE transformation is expected to face problems and challenges, but with
passion and effort, it will surely reach its target.
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Appendix

Evaluation and self-evaluation of English competence (For the basic requirement)
Directions: Use Y or YY to supply self-evaluation and your classmates’ evaluation to the
columns A and B on the right on your English competence. Y means you are able to do it and
YY means you are able to do it with ease. Use O (object) or P (priority) for column C for the
purpose to achieve. You can also add any other abilities you have possessed or you expect to
possess to the columns. If you use Y or YY most of the time, that indicates you have met the
basic requirement. If you use O or P too often, you need to ask your teacher for help and to
spend more effort on your English.

English competence A B C

Listening

Be able to understand English instructions and give response as needed.

Be able to understand listening material like conversations, passages and
reports of relevant content with a relative slow speed (130w/m) and
grasp the key points.

Be able to understand special English programs of English speaking
countries, such as news, scientific reports, historical stories and stories
of words and idioms.

Be able to understand instructions for direction, operation or doing a
certain thing and to understand concepts such as number, time and
prices of goods.

Be able to understand the theme of a discussion and identify its main
idea and supporting details.

Be able to apply strategies and techniques to listening comprehension.

Speaking

Be able to answer questions in class and take part in classroom
discussions in everyday English.

Be able to make introduction and respond to other’s introduction.

Be able to use simple English and gestures to give direction, do
shopping, leave a message and give an application, etc.

Be able to use numbers to tell time, ask about prices and provide
telephone numbers, addresses and email addresses.

Be able to communicate with native speakers in every English.

Be able to apply basic conversational strategies, such as how to start,
continue and end a conversation, or how to ask for repetition or slower
talking speed.

Reading

Be able to understand medium-difficult reading material of a general topic.

Be able to understand practical forms for application, enrollment and
questionnaires etc. to the extent of identifying the main idea and
supporting details.

Be able to understand directions, instructions, ads, posters, invitations
and information on internet.
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(Continued)

English competence

A

B

C

Be able to understand domestic English newspapers, to the extent of
identifying the main idea and supporting details.

Be able to apply reading techniques, such as guessing known words from
the context, skimming and skipping.

Writing

Be able to fill in forms for enrollment, health condition application and
questionnaires.

Be able to write and answer congratulation cards, birthday cards,
invitation notes, messages and notices, etc.

Be able to write instructions, personal ads, posters and resumes.

Be able to briefly describe experienced events, read stories, watched
movies and various emotions.

Be able to write and answer letters, emails and faxes to and from a
company.

Be able to write an essay of about 120 words within 30 minutes
according to an assigned topic or outline with content complete, words
properly chosen and text coherent.

Be able to apply writing skills to general and practical writings.

Translating

Be able to translate articles of general topics from English to Chinese or
vice versa with the help of dictionaries, with the translation basically
expressing the content of the origin in accordance to English or
Chinese writing style.

Be able to translate from English to Chinese or vice versa articles,
introductions, abstracts and product directions with content relevant to
your specialty with the help of dictionaries.

Be able to apply basic translating skills.

Source : The College English Curriculum Requirements (pp. 10-11).
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